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Abstract
This study examines the use of unilingual and bilingual signs at a Japanese university to further 
the scope of linguistic landscape studies. Specifically, this study looks into the varying uses of 
languages on signs within a multicultural university setting, along with an analysis of the views 
and opinions of sign readers about the use of varying languages on signs at the campus. The 
case study of languages used on signs took place at Asia University in Tokyo, Japan. The 
majority of signs on the campus are unilingual (Japanese-only) with a minority of bilingual and 
English-only signs. The survey questioned the attitudes of students, both Japanese and 
international, towards the use of unilingual, bilingual and multilingual signs on the campus. 
The results indicate that most students look favorably upon bilingual sign use, with combined 
Japanese and English signs considered by the majority of students to be most appropriate on 
campus.
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Asia University’s mission statement is to “nurture minds capable of achieving an 
integrated Asia” (Asia University, n.d. Founding Philosophy and Mission section) and 
extending its ideals of “self-help” and “co-operation” into the international community. This 
is achieved through various means, including: accepting 400 international students annually 
to enroll in studies, and offering a range of study abroad and exchange programs, thereby 
allowing all undergraduate students the option of studying in one of fifteen countries for up to 
a full semester. In addition, the University’s Centre for English Language Education (CELE) 
and Institute of Asian Studies give students the opportunity to study foreign languages and 
cultures in addition to their major topic of study. Students from abroad are also able to study 
Japanese language at the University for a year prior to starting a degree course in order to 
raise their language skills to the required level for undergraduate study. As such, the 
University can rightly claim to be an internationalized university with a relatively diverse, 
multicultural and multilingual set of students. Is this multiculturalism reflected in the physical 
signage used at the campus? Before addressing this question, it is first necessary to outline a 
definition and current research practices in linguistic landscapes, and then provide a 
descriptive analysis of the Asia University campus linguistic landscape. 
 
Analysis of the Construction of Campus Linguistic Landscapes 
Defining Linguistic Landscapes 
The term “linguistic landscapes” first appeared in Landry and Bourhis’ (1997) 
seminal paper on this topic. The authors define it as, “the language of public road signs, 
advertising billboards, street names, place names, commercial shops signs, and public signs 
on government buildings…of a given territory, region or urban agglomeration” (p. 25). 
Classifications of these signs are made by analyzing the number of languages represented on 
any particular panel as either: unilingual, (also referred to as monolingual or monophonic in 
some studies), signs that show information in only one language; bilingual, signs showing 
information in two languages; or multilingual, signs that use three or more languages to 
display information. More recently, some researchers have extended the term “linguistic 
landscapes” to include visual aids such as logos, photographs, and pictograms, as they argue 
that the meaning of signs are portrayed through both written language and imagery, and so 
should be analyzed as one “visual artifact” (Huebnar, 2009). With varying opinions among 
researchers on the inclusion of the aforementioned visual artifacts, the linguistic landscape of 
an area has come to be defined by the unique data collection of each particular researcher. 
This study focuses solely on the languages used on signs on the campus of Asia University, 
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with visual aids represented on any particular sign being considered beyond the scope of this 
research. 
1. Physical Dimension 
A survey was conducted in order to illustrate the composition of signs and the range 
and style of languages used on them to define the linguistic landscape at Asia University. In 
all, 147 signs were identified. As Gorter (2006) stated that linguistic landscape research is 
confined to “any sign or announcement located in its written form in the public sphere” (p. 2), 
this study defines the linguistic landscape of Asia University as the public area of the campus  
seen by visitors to, as well as students, teachers or employees of, the University. Therefore, 
signs placed outside buildings are included in this study. Signs inside the cafeteria “Asia 
Plaza” and the on-site convenience store, Family Mart, which are deemed to be public 
meeting spaces, are also included. Therefore, signs eligible for inclusion in this study can be 
classified into the following categories:
1) those adjoined to buildings portraying names: building names and shop titles, 
departments and centers;
2) those giving practical information: found at car and bicycle parking areas, smoking 
areas, security offices, recycling areas;
3) prohibition signs: do not enter, staff-only entrances, warnings;
4) information boards found around campus: job information or notice boards, 
international students’ information;
5) directions; and
6) miscellaneous: vegetation names and information, open/closed signs.
All of the signs included in this survey are placed in fixed positions around the 
campus with a degree of permanence. Following the template used in previous studies 
(Macgregor, 2003; Wang, 2015), temporary posters and notices placed on bulletin boards, 
commercial advertisements, and hanging banners announcing upcoming festivals or sports 
events were not included. 
Primarily, the data in this study focuses on the languages used on signs, the 
combination of those languages, as well as the visual prominence and placement of those 
languages. The data was divided into two groups, unilingual and bilingual, as there were no 
multilingual signs found at the University. Unilingual signs were split into two categories, 
110 Japanese-only signs (74.8%) and 4 English-only signs (2%). The bilingual signs were 
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also divided into two groups, 29 Japanese and English signs (19.7%) and 5 Japanese and 
scientific Latin nomenclature signs (3.4%) (see Table 1). 
Unilingual Signs 
Over three quarters of all signs at Asia University are unilingual, with 96.5% of those 
being Japanese-only signs. These can be found throughout the University, and cover most of 
the categories mentioned in the previous section. Predominantly, Japanese-only signs are 
found on campus, as building and department names on the side of buildings, and as both 
information and prohibition signs. Typically the information and prohibition signs have 
relatively long explanations in Japanese script, which give the reader details of what they are 
(or are not) allowed to do in a particular space. 
The four English-only signs at Asia University are exclusively used for names of 
shops, cafes or the university itself (see Figure A1). The cafeteria Asia Plaza in the center of
the campus uses English-only signs on its doors and on the side of the building; similarly, an 
Asia University English-only sign can be found at the main entrance to the campus. In 
addition, the on-site convenience store uses the English-only Family Mart name sign which is 
ubiquitous throughout Japan. These English-only signs may be used to help create a more 
international atmosphere and strengthen the linguistic landscape of the campus.
Bilingual Signs 
The second largest grouping after Japanese-only signs is the twenty-nine bilingual 
Japanese and English signs, making up approximately 20 percent of the overall signage on 
the Asia University campus. Curiously, signs denoting a number of offices and departments –
such as the International Lounge, Student Center, Counseling Center and Careers Center –
use bilingual signs, while other areas – including the Library, Museum and various offices –
use Japanese-only signs; this suggests there is no standard university-wide policy on language 
usage on signs. Additionally, Asia University is regularly undergoing construction of new 
buildings along with the demolition of old buildings, and the significant difference in the age 
of the buildings (and therefore the signs on the buildings), may account for different policies 
towards the linguistic landscape of the campus over past decades. In terms of information and 
prohibition signs, the vast majority of the bilingual signposts has only one or two words in 
bold English prominently placed at the top of the sign, with the accompanying information 
written in Japanese (see Figure A2). This follows a nationwide trend in Japanese linguistic 
landscapes, in which English is commonly represented through a single lexical item, or 
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occasionally through short phrases, and is followed by more detailed information in the 
native language (Barrs, 2018). 
The second group of bilingual signs is Japanese and Latin. These five signs gave 
information about various forms of vegetation found on campus. Names of plants are written 
in Latin at the top of the sign, and below that the local Japanese name are written in Katakana 
script, followed by more detailed information about the vegetation in Japanese (see Figure 
A3). As all plant-life have a specific Latin name which is used throughout the world to
simplify plant names (Haynes, 1999), the use of Latin on these signs has a practical, 
educational purpose and makes for an interesting addition to the university’s overall linguistic 
landscape.
While there are a growing number of linguistic landscape studies being conducted in 
Japan (Rowland, 2016; Backhaus, 2019), in the Tokyo metropolitan area in particular 
(Macgregor, 2003; Saruhashi, 2016), research into the linguistic landscape of university 
campuses in Japan remains in its infancy. As such, comparisons can be made between the 
linguistic landscape at Asia University and both the linguistic landscape at another university 
in Japan, namely Kyushu University, and the linguistic landscape of shop signs in suburban 
Tokyo (see Table 2 and Table 3).
From the data in Table 1, it is clear that with almost 75% of Japanese-only signs, 
Asia University has a significantly higher proportion of unilingual Japanese signs than found 
in the other locations, which both have around 44% Japanese-only signs (see Tables 2 and 3). 
Due to this overwhelming prominence of Japanese-only signs at Asia University campus in 
comparison to the other aforementioned studies, there are also fewer English-only signs, as 
well as a significantly lower percentage of bilingual (Japanese and English) signs. 
2. Experiential Dimension 
Analyzing the opinions and impressions of those reading and using signs, known as 
“A Third Dimension,” is considered an integral part of understanding the linguistic landscape 
of any given area (Trumper-Hecht, 2010). The purpose of this section is to evaluate and 
interpret such responses from sign readers, namely students of Asia University, to get an 
overall impression of the linguistic landscape at the university.
This section, using both convenience and purposive sampling to survey students, 
outlines students’ perceptions about the use of languages on campus and the importance of 
languages on signs throughout  the campus. The survey, comprising 60 students (30 Japanese 
and 30 international), was completed in July 2020 (see Appendix for the full questionnaire).
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The first question asked which languages students perceived to be most common 
around the campus (see Table 4). Interestingly, more Japanese students correctly perceived 
that the campus has more Japanese-only signs than the international students, 62% of whom 
thought that Japanese and English signs were found most often on campus. This could be due 
to the fact that international students use the English signs more frequently than the Japanese 
students do, and therefore have a perception that there are more bilingual signs than there 
actually are. Another reason for this discrepancy could be that there seems to be significantly 
more bilingual signs inside buildings, which is not included in this study, and this may have 
influenced international students’ perception of sign usage around the campus.
The next two questions sought to discover attitudes and usefulness of the English 
signage currently on display around the campus. Students were asked if the English signs 
attracted their attention on their first visit to the campus (Q2), and whether the English signs 
have been useful during their time studying at the university (Q3). The results show that the 
current use of English on signs around campus did not significantly attract the attention of 
students on their first visit (see Table 4). This is not surprising, given the largely Japanese-
only linguistic landscape of the university. However, having English on signs seems to be 
considered practical by many students, with nearly half of all international students surveyed 
responding that the English signs have been very useful to them, and 40% of Japanese 
students also responding positively. In addition, zero respondents said that the English signs 
have been of no use to them at all, and only one student responded negatively (see Table 5). 
These results imply that the current set of bilingual signs on campus do have practical use for 
sign readers, but that they do not add much aesthetically to the linguistic landscape of the 
university.
When questioned about adding additional languages to the signs at Asia University 
(Q4), over two-thirds of students indicated that they were in favor of increasing the number 
and range of languages present on campus signs. Here, the positive response of Japanese 
students (77% in favor) outweighed that of international students (60%). This appears to be 
due in part to the expressed interest in learning certain languages of the individual students. 
When asked which languages they would like to see included on signs, Japanese students 
cited a number of unexpected choices, such as Norsk and Dutch (possibly because they 
would like to be further exposed to those languages). On the contrary, one international 
student commented (Q6) that they did not want their native language on signs as they would 
become reliant on such signs; this student felt their Japanese language studies would suffer as 
a result. Overall, in terms of adding other languages, Chinese was overwhelmingly the most 
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popular choice, with Spanish second. There were single votes each for Thai, Korean, 
Vietnamese, Norsk and Dutch.
The concluding questions (Q5 and Q6) attempt to understand the overall feeling 
among students towards a multilingual landscape on campus. Results showed a very positive 
response: nearly half of those surveyed thought multilingual signs were very good, with over 
67% responding to the idea positively; less than 2% felt negatively towards such signage, and 
the remaining 21% were indifferent. Finally, students were free to leave optional comments 
(Q6) about this topic at the end of the survey. The most common comments suggested that 
using only Japanese and English languages, either concurrently or separately, are sufficient 
for signs at Asia University. Other comments, however, raised concerns about the difficulty 
of including all native languages used by international students at the university, as well as 
international students’ reliance upon their native languages hindering Japanese and English 
studies; these were cited as reasons for some students’ support of using bilingual (Japanese 
and English) signs only.
 
Future Study 
This study looked exclusively at the linguistic landscape of the external areas of Asia 
University, only including a limited number of signs from internal areas such as buildings 
that were deemed public spaces, namely the cafeteria, Asia Plaza, and the on-site 
convenience store. The results showed there to be an overwhelming majority of Japanese-
only signs. Although beyond the scope of this study, a comparison could be made with this 
study to signs found inside buildings which are open to students and staff only, such as 
lecture halls, classrooms and the library. Anecdotally, it appears that there are markedly more 
bilingual (Japanese and English) signs used in these areas and a study to determine the 
reasons behind any differences found and whether those differences are beneficial could be 
conducted by surveying university students and staff. In addition, this study focused entirely 
on the language used on signs. However, many of the signs recorded in this paper included 




Despite the multicultural image fostered at the University through a wide range of 
exchange programs, language and cultural studies, and the enrollment of a large number of 
international students, the linguistic landscape of Asia University remains predominantly 
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unilingual, with approximately three quarters of all signs in outdoor and public areas 
displayed in Japanese only. The rest of the signs are largely bilingual—Japanese and English-
-with a minority of English-only, and a small number of Japanese and Latin signs present. 
While students at the University have an overwhelmingly positive attitude towards 
multilingual signage on campus, a significant majority believe that bilingual Japanese and 
English signs are sufficient. This study continues linguistic landscape research, comparing 
and contextualizing the descriptive analysis of campus signs with the views of sign readers in 
an internationalized environment.
8CELE JOURNAL Vo . 29
      13                               CELE JOURNAL Vol. 29
References
Asia University. (n.d.) https://www.asia-u.ac.jp/english/about/philosophy
Barrs, K. (2018). English in the Japanese Linguistic Landscape: An Awareness-Raising 
Activity Examining Place, Form and Reason. Studies in the Humanities and Sciences. 
211-224.
Backhaus, P. (2019). Linguistic Landscape, 158-169.  The Routledge Handbook of Japanese 
Sociolinguistics. Routledge.
Gorter, D. (2006) Introduction: The Study of Linguistic Landscape as a New Approach to 
Multilingualism, 1-6, Linguistic Landscape: A New Approach to Multilingualism.
Multilingual Matters Ltd.
Haynes, C. (1999, July 23) Latin Linguistics – A Useful Tool in Horticulture. 
https://hortnews.extension.iastate.edu/1999/7-23-1999/latin.html
Huebnar, T. (2009) A Framework for the Linguistic Analysis of Linguistic Landscapes, 70-
88, Linguistic Landscapes: Expanding the Scenery. Routledge.
Landry, R. and Bourhis, R.Y. (1997) Linguistic Landscape and Ethnolinguistic Vitality, 
Journal of Language and Social Psychology 16(1), 23-49.
Macgregor, L. (2003). The language of shop signs in Tokyo. English Today. 19, 18-23.
Rowland, L. (2016). English in the Japanese linguistic landscape: a motive analysis. Journal 
of Multilingual and Multicultural Development. 37:1, 40-55.
Saruhashi, J. (2016) Ethnography of a Linguistic Landscape: A Comparison of Japanese and 
English Signage at Meiji Jingu. The Japanese Journal of Language in Society. 19(1),
174-189.
Trumper-Hecht, N. (2010) Linguistic Landscape in mixed cities in Israel from the perspective 
of walkers: The case of Arabic. 219-234, Linguistic Landscape in the City, 
Multilingual Matters Ltd.
Wang, J. (2015) Linguistic Landscapes on Campus in Japan – A Case Study of Signs in 




9 CELE JOURNAL Vol. 29
CELE Journal Vol. 29                                   14                                                                                                                                                                
Table 1. Languages on signs at Asia University
Total signs Groups Languages Number Percentage
147 Unilingual Japanese-only 110 74.8%
English-only 4 2%
Bilingual Japanese + English 29 19.7%
Japanese + Latin 5 3.4%
Table 2. Language on signs at Kyushu University
Valid data Groups Languages Number Percentage
223 Unilingual Japanese-only 99 44.3%
English-only 17 7.6%
French-only 1 0.4%
Bilingual Japanese and English 103 46.10%
Japanese and Chinese 1 0.4%
Multilingual Chinese and Japanese and English 1 0.4%
Chinese and Japanese and English 
and Korean 1 0.4%
(Wang, 2015) 
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Table 3. Languages used in Seijo shop signs
Valid data Groups Languages Number Percentage
120 Unilingual Japanese 52 43.3%
English 31 25.8%
French 3 2.5%











Table 4. Students’ impressions on what languages are used most often on campus
Japanese-only Japanese and English English-only/Other
Native students 59% 41% 0%
International 
students 38% 62% 0%
Table 5. Students’ opinions on the use of English on signs at Asia University
1 2 3 4 5
































1= Very much so 5 = Not at all
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Appendix A: Signs
Figure A1. English-only Sign
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Figure A3. Bilingual Japanese and Latin Sign
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Appendix B: Student Questionnaire





2. Did the use of English on signs at Asia University attract your attention when you 
first came to the university?
1 = Very Much 5 = Not at all
3. Are the English signs useful for you?
1 = Very Much 5 = Not at all
4. Other than Japanese and English,do you want to add another language to the 
signboards at Asia University? If yes, what language?
5. What’s your general feeling about having multilingual signs at Asia University?
1= Very good 5= Very bad
6. If you have any other comments about signs and language used at Asia University, 
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